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The BMW N47 is perhaps one of the most discussed and polarizing powerplants in the history of modern diesel 

engineering. Introduced in 2007 as the successor to the venerable M47, the N47 was designed to embody the 

principles of BMW EfficientDynamics: higher power output, significantly improved fuel economy, and reduced

CO2 emissions. While it successfully powered a vast array of BMW models—from the 1 Series and 3 Series to the

X3 and even the MINI Cooper SD—its reputation has been largely defined by a specific engineering flaw: the timing

chain failure. To understand the N47, one must look beyond the forum headlines and delve into the technical

architecture, the metallurgical choices, and the specific maintenance protocols required to keep these engines

operational for hundreds of thousands of miles.

The Engineering Evolution: From M47 to N47

The transition from the M47 to the N47 represented a radical shift in BMW's approach to inline-four diesel engines. 

While the M47 utilized a cast-iron block in its early iterations, the N47 moved toward an all-aluminum crankcase

with thermally sprayed cylinder liners. This change was primarily driven by the need for weight reduction and better

heat dissipation. The N47 is a 2.0-liter (1,995 cc) engine featuring a 16-valve DOHC valvetrain, Bosch common-rail

direct injection, and a variable geometry turbocharger (VGT).

One of the most significant architectural changes was the relocation of the timing chain. In the previous M47, the 

timing chain was located at the front of the engine. In the N47, BMW moved the timing drive to the rear of the 

engine(the flywheel side). The engineering rationale was that the rear of the crankshaft experiences fewer

torsional vibrations, which theoretically increases the lifespan of the chain. However, this design choice created a

nightmare for mechanics: any service involving the timing chain requires the removal of the entire engine or the

gearbox, significantly inflating labor costs.

Technical Specifications and Variant Breakdown

The N47 was produced in several power outputs, categorized mainly by their fuel injection pressure and

turbocharging setups. The following table provides a technical snapshot of the common N47 variants found in the

global market:



Variant Configuration Injection Pressure Power (hp/kW) Torque (Nm)

N47D20K1 Single Turbo (Low) 1600 Bar (Solenoid) 116 hp / 85 kW 260 Nm

N47S1 (TwinPower) Twin-Turbo 
(Sequential)

2000+ Bar (Piezo) 218 hp / 160 kW 450 Nm

The Timing Chain Controversy: A Deep Dive into Failure Modes

The primary concern for any BMW N47 owner is the timing chain. Unlike traditional belts that require periodic 

replacement, timing chains are theoretically designed to last the lifetime of the engine. However, the N47's chain

system suffered from several design and manufacturing issues that led to premature wear, elongation (often

mistakenly called "stretching"), and eventual snapping.

The Root Causes of Failure

Technical analysis by independent engineering firms and BMW's own service bulletins (Quality Enhancement

measures) point to three main factors:

1.  Crankshaft Sprocket Sharpness: On engines manufactured between 2007 and 2009, the teeth on the 

crankshaft sprocket were machined too sharply. This acted as a saw, gradually wearing down the chain links. To 

make matters worse, this sprocket was integrated into the crankshaft; replacing it meant replacing the entire 

crankshaft.

2.  Tensioner Calibration: The hydraulic chain tensioners in early N47 engines did not provide consistent 

pressure, especially during cold starts or under specific oil viscosity conditions. This allowed the chain to "slap" 

against the guides.

3.  Chain Guide Material: The plastic guides intended to dampen chain movement were prone to becoming 

brittle over time due to heat cycles and extended oil change intervals. Once the guide snapped, the chain would 

jump teeth on the sprocket, leading to catastrophic piston-to-valve contact.

Identifying the "Death Rattle"

A failing N47 timing chain provides a distinct auditory warning. This is often described as a rhythmic scraping, 

shuffling, or rattling soundthat follows the engine RPM. It is most audible from the rear of the engine bay or from

underneath the car near the transmission bellhousing. The sound is typically most prominent between 1,500 and

2,500 RPM when the engine is warm. If the sound progresses to a loud metallic "clacking," the chain has likely

elongated beyond the tensioner's ability to compensate, and engine failure is imminent.

Comprehensive Maintenance and Prevention Strategies

Despite the known issues, the N47 is a robust and efficient engine if managed correctly. The key to N47 longevity

lies in deviating from the standard "Condition Based Service" (CBS) intervals recommended by the onboard

computer.

The Oil Change Paradigm

BMW's official recommendation often suggests oil changes every 15,000 to 20,000 miles. For the N47, this is 

widely considered a death sentence for the timing chain. Soot buildup in diesel oil acts as an abrasive. Technical 

best practicedictates oil changes every 6,000 to 8,000 miles using high-quality LL-04 (Longlife-04) certified

5W-30 or 0W-30 synthetic oil. Frequent oil changes keep the hydraulic tensioners clean and reduce the abrasive

wear on the chain links.



Updating the Tensioner

One of the most cost-effective preventative measures for later N47 engines (produced after 2011) is the

replacement of the upper timing chain tensioner. BMW released a revised part with a longer piston and different

spring rate to better manage chain slack. This can often be performed without removing the engine and serves as a

vital safeguard.

Performance Tuning and the N47D20+ Project

For enthusiasts, the N47 offers significant tuning potential. Because it is an all-aluminum engine with a

sophisticated injection system, it responds exceptionally well to ECU remapping. A standard 177hp (N47D20O1)

can easily reach 210-220hp with a Stage 1 remap. However, the extreme end of N47 tuning—aiming for 300hp or

350hp—requires a systematic approach to hardware upgrades.

Hardware Requirements for High Output

•  Hybrid Turbochargers: Replacing the stock VGT with a hybrid unit featuring larger compressor wheels allows 

for higher boost pressures without excessive exhaust backpressure.

•  High-Pressure Fuel Pump (HPFP): The R90 pump from the M57/N57 engines is a common retrofit to provide 

the fuel volume necessary for 300+ hp.

•  Intercooler Upgrades: A larger front-mounted intercooler (FMIC) is essential to keep Intake Air Temperatures 

(IAT) within safe limits during sustained high-load runs.

•  Downpipe and Exhaust: Reducing restriction in the exhaust path helps lower Exhaust Gas Temperatures 

(EGT), which is critical for protecting the aluminum cylinder head.

Comparative Analysis: N47 vs. Successors and Rivals

To understand the N47's place in the market, it is helpful to compare it to its predecessor (M47) and its successor

(B47). The B47, introduced in 2014, addressed the vast majority of the timing chain issues by redesigning the drive

mechanism and using more durable components.



Feature BMW M47 BMW N47 BMW B47

Block Material Cast Iron / Aluminum Aluminum Aluminum

Timing Chain Location Front Rear Rear (Improved)

Standard HP (Typical) 150 hp 177 hp / 184 hp 190 hp

Fuel Efficiency Moderate Excellent Superior

Common Failure Turbo / Swirl Flaps Timing Chain EGR Cooler

Case Study: The 200,000-Mile N47

While the N47 is often labeled unreliable, there are numerous documented cases of these engines exceeding 

200,000 or even 300,000 miles. A common thread among these "high-mileage survivors" is a strict maintenance 

regimen. One such case involves an F30 320d used primarily for motorway cruising. The owner performed 7,000-

mile oil changes and proactively replaced the timing chain assembly at 120,000 miles as a precautionary measure. 

Upon inspection, the removed chain showed minimal elongation, proving that thermal management and 

lubrication quality are the primary determinants of N47 lifespan.

Troubleshooting Common N47 Issues

Beyond the timing chain, the N47 has other specific failure points that owners and technicians should monitor:

1. Swirl Flap Failure

While not as catastrophic as on the earlier M47 engines, the swirl flaps in the N47's intake manifold can still 

become clogged with carbon (due to the EGR system) and fail. In extreme cases, the flap or its rod can break and 

be ingested by the engine. Solution: Regular intake manifold cleaning or, where legal, swirl flap delete kits.

2. Glow Plug and Controller Issues

Diesel engines rely on glow plugs for cold starts and DPF (Diesel Particulate Filter) regeneration. If the glow plug 

controller fails, the engine may not reach the temperatures required to burn off soot in the DPF, leading to a 

clogged filter. Solution: Replace glow plugs and the control unit every 60,000 to 80,000 miles.

3. DPF Blockage

Short city trips prevent the N47 from completing a DPF regen cycle. This leads to increased backpressure and can 

eventually damage the turbocharger. Solution:Ensure at least one 30-minute motorway journey per week at

sustained RPM to facilitate passive regeneration.

4. Vibration Damper (Crankshaft Pulley)

The rubber dampening element in the main crank pulley can perish over time. If it fails completely, the accessory 

belt will snap, resulting in a loss of power steering and alternator charging. Solution:Inspect for cracks in the

rubber during every oil change.

Diagnostic Workflow for Technicians

When assessing an N47 engine, a structured diagnostic approach is essential to determine the health of the timing



system and fuel delivery:

1.  Acoustic Testing: Use a mechanic's stethoscope on the back of the engine block. Listen for uneven metallic 

scraping.

2.  Digital Slack Test: Using BMW diagnostic software (ISTA), technicians can sometimes check for 

synchronization deviations between the camshaft and crankshaft sensors.

3.  Oil Analysis: Sending a sample to a lab like Blackstone can reveal high levels of iron or copper, indicating 

excessive wear on the chain and bearings.

4.  Back-Leak Test: If the engine is running roughly, a fuel injector back-leak test can identify which piezo or 

solenoid injector is failing to maintain rail pressure.

Conclusion: The Verdict on the N47

The BMW N47 is a marvel of efficiency and power density that was unfortunately marred by a specific engineering

oversight. For the used car buyer, it represents a high-risk, high-reward scenario. Vehicles equipped with the N47—

such as the E90 3 Series or the F10 5 Series—are remarkably capable and economical, often achieving over 50

MPG on the highway while providing ample torque for spirited driving. 

However, ownership of an N47 requires a proactive mindset. It is not an engine that tolerates neglect. By

understanding the mechanics of the timing drive, adhering to shortened oil change intervals, and listening for the

early warning signs of chain wear, an owner can mitigate the risks significantly. In the broader context of automotive

engineering, the N47 served as a vital stepping stone toward the refined B47, teaching the industry valuable

lessons about the placement of timing components and the limits of aluminum block diesel design. For those willing

to put in the maintenance, the N47 remains one of the most rewarding small diesels to drive, offering a blend of

performance and frugality that few engines in its class can match.
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